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About the Cover: The Double- 
Crossers features the light-heavyweight 
champion of Italy, Franco Brunelli, who 
thinks he’s God's gift to women and 
might also think that he’s above the law. 
Let’s find out what happens. 
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cc r. Lugano, thank you _ for 
1) coming. I trust my crew made 
your flight from Bern 
comfortable. The Gulfstream is quite a 
nice way to travel, no? I see you’ve 
brought some materials with you. Let’s 
get right down to business, shall we? 


Please proceed with your 
presentation.” 


Dr. Lugano began the PowerPoint 
program with a diagram of the human 
body. “It’s quite straightforward, really. 
Each human body has crucial organs 
with a street value approaching one 
million Euros. Here’s the breakdown: 
heart, 425,000€; kidneys, 105,000€ 
each; lungs, 206,000€; liver, 104,000€; 
and corneas, 15,000€ each. The rest of 
the salvageable items consist of skin, 
blood, skeleton and __ ligaments, 
although the returns on those may not 
be cost effective for your purposes. 
Screened for disease and _ genetic 
anomalies, from two thousand suitable 
hosts, one could expect to clear one 
billion Euros on the black market.” 


Mr. Red did some quick calculations in 
his head and a thin smile spread across 
his face. “It sounds like demand is 
significantly outpacing supply. I’d 
prefer not to elaborate, but let’s just 
say I have the means to provide that 


supply.” 
* Kk OK 


Eva bravely trotted out her best Italian 


as she entered the gelateria. “Buon 
giorno. Una coppa piccola con caffe' e 
cioccolato, per favore.” She even 
added a musical lilt to her voice, 
though she knew full well that no one 
would ever confuse her for a native. 
She handed the cashier a five Euro 
note, took a few coins in return, and 
watched the attractive young girl 
caringly prepare her order. Stepping 
out onto the congested side street near 
the Spanish Steps, she licked the side 
of the cup and casually made her way 
back to her hotel off Piazza del Popolo. 
Walking on uneven cobblestones in 
high heels? You must be kidding. But 
Eva thought to herself, if stylish Italian 
women can do it, damned if a stubborn 
writer from the Lower East Side can’t. 


She took the cramped lift up to the 
third floor, opened the main entry door, 
and walked down the hall to her room. 
Taped to her door was a slip of paper. 
‘Come see me immediately’ was all it 
said. 


She had no doubt as to whom it was 
beckoning her, and _ her _ teeth 
disappeared as the smile fell from her 
face. She noticed her hand shaking as 
she tried to insert the keycard to open 
her door. Once inside, she paced while 
absently finishing her gelato, her mind 
racing with her beating heart. She 
snapped back to the present with the 
last spoonful. She did not take the time 
to change her clothes, just grabbed her 


laptop and her bag and flew out the 
door. Seconds later she returned and 
quickly grabbed her bikini from her 
dresser before exiting again, door 
slamming behind her. 


With resignation but also a certain 
degree of excitement, she took the lift 
back down to the street and hailed a 
taxi. “Via del Straggio, please,’ no 
longer making any effort to assimilate 
into her surroundings. 


“Che numero?” the cabbie asked. 


“49. Near the corner,’ she said, 
lighting a cigarette. She knew what 
she’d signed up for, so she could 
hardly complain. But this time there 
was a curtness to Franco’s message 
that was unfamiliar, and not a little 
disturbing. What’s his problem? Her 
trembling fingers belied her otherwise 
calm demeanor. “Can’t you go any 
faster?” 


“Scusa, my English not so good,” he 
smiled into the rear-view mirror. 


“Never mind,’ she snapped, cutting 
him off abruptly. Eva turned to the 
half-open window, exhaling loudly, 
eyes unfocused. She thought to herself 
that he probably had intended to 
frazzle her with his curt summons, and 
she chided herself for allowing him to 
succeed. She vowed to do better, just 
as the cab pulled to a stop in front of 


Franco's villa. She silently paid the 
driver, walking away from the change. 


She took a moment to settle herself 
down as she finished her cigarette and 
fought the urge to light another one. 
She ground it out with her shoe then 
bent and retrieved it. She considered 
tossing it in the fountain then realized 
she was probably on camera right now. 
She put on her game face and quickly 
walked to the intricately carved door, 
cigarette butt in hand. It opened before 
she knocked. 


Rising to the applause, Gretchen 
Grazier made her way to the dais, 
stopping along the way to give air 
kisses to a few friends. As she strode 
to the microphone, she looked out over 
her assembled colleagues. “God, I hate 
these events,” she thought to herself as 
she began her speech, a_ rather 
perfunctory one in keeping with the 
evening’s others. She didn’t really 
care a whit about the Heinsworth 
Award for Investigative Journalism. 
Even still, she managed to get a few 
laughs with her dry humor. 


“In closing, I’d like to thank the little 
people.” Laughter ensued. Gretchen 
stood 6’2” in her stocking feet, and she 
chose 4” heels tonight. “Without their 
dedication, I would no longer be in this 
damn business, much less accepting 


this award tonight. But I cannot let this 
moment pass without mentioning the 
extraordinary talent of my friend, Eva 
Bronson, who would be standing right 
here beside me were she not currently 
on assignment in Rome. Eva, wherever 
you are, this one’s for you.” 
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Franco stood before her, imposing as a 
bear. He extended his large hand, palm 
up. Eva walked forward, nodding to 
herself. "Answering your own door 
now, Franco? Thanks for the notice by 
the way. Nice to be beckoned like a 
dog," she said as she dropped her 
cigarette butt into his hand. She 
glanced around before looking him 
straight in the eye. She caught his 
arresting aquamarine eyes darting from 
side to side for an instant, then steady 
and warm as he decided to bother to be 
charming. 


"Eva, my darling, I just could not stand 
to be away from you any longer. Please 
forgive my lack of manners. Thank 
you for coming over so quickly." He 
walked over and emptied his hand 
upon the foyer table. He rubbed his 
hands against his linen trousers before 
striding further into the house. She 
followed and watched him proceed all 
the way to the back of the villa and out 
into the sunshine where the stunning 
marble pool dazzled her again. 


He walked behind the bar and asked, 
"Prosecco?" Eva nodded. He poured 
them each a flute and handed her one 
as he came back towards her. 


"To honesty" she toasted, clinking his 
glass. “I must admit, your note caught 
me off guard. Normally you text me 
when you want to see me. I was 
worried that maybe there was a 
problem.” 


“Actually, there is a problem, but it’s 
mine, not yours. I don’t want our 
private conversations to be, how shall I 
say, ‘intercepted.’ I’d just as soon not 
have anyone know you’re here.” 


Eva took another sip and reached into 
her bag and pulled out her bikini top. 
All she needed to do was raise her 
eyebrows and tilt her head. Franco 
pointed behind him. “Use my office on 
the right.” 


“Or I could change right here for you, 
my lion,” she said as she seductively 
unfastened the top button of her blouse 
with one hand, never taking her eyes 
off him. 


“That would please me immeasurably, 
but you’d embarrass my staff. Do as I 
say and don’t tease me,” he barked. 


Eva pretended to pout and walked to 
the door as if she were working the 
runway, handbag draped over her 


shoulder, smiling and brimming with 
confidence. She turned and blew 
Franco a kiss. Once in the office, she 
quickly made her way to his desk, 
retrieved the Valkyrie from her purse 
and deftly attached it to a USB port on 
his laptop. She undid her hair and 


dipped her toes in the water. She 
smiled feeling Franco's eyes on her 
every move. She returned to her drink, 
took it and her laptop and walked over 
to the al fresco dining table. 


"So, Franco. I am here, as requested. I 


She slipped on her bikini top, detached 
her device, and proceeded to put her 
panties, together with a complete copy 
of Franco’s hard drive, into her bag. 


shook it out, unbuttoned her blouse and 
quickly wiggled out of her skirt. After 
putting her leopard print bikini bottoms 
on, she thought about putting her top 
back in her bag and surprising Franco, 
but he was being mean today. After all, 
they had all night, or so Eva hoped. 
She slipped on her bikini top, detached 
her device, and proceeded to put her 
panties, together with a complete copy 
of Franco’s hard drive, into her bag. 


“Ti piace? Eva looked stunning, as she 
struck a pose in the doorway. 


“Bellissimo.” 


She deposited her bag onto a chaise 
lounge by the pool, then went and 


hope you aren't going to waste my 
time." 


"Eva, I have promised you a story. I 
did not come across it tied up with a 
bow. I am doing my best to tell it 
clearly but you must remember that 
you might walk away from this with a 
byline and perhaps an award that you 
can stick on your shelf with all the 
others, but me? I don't know if I will 
be walking away at all when this story 
breaks. Please allow me the time to 
seal my death warrant with worthy 
words." 


Eva looked at him appraisingly. Franco 
was looking more worn than she had 
ever seen him. His clothes were 


wrinkled, his tan was fading some and 
most striking were the bags under his 
eyes. Last month you would not have 
to Photoshop a picture of him even if 
you wanted to caption it ‘champion’ or 
something equally virile and powerful. 


"I’m sorry Franco, you’re right. Please, 
when you’re ready, go on." Eva looked 
chagrined for a brief moment, then 
continued. "Last time we ended on the 


coroner Puirofoy's henchman 
supplying street dealers with 
Carfentanil but telling them it was 
Fentanyl. Presumably trying to 


increase his cadaver count? But why?" 
She leaned forward. 


Franco fidgeted nervously in his seat, 
lowering his voice. “When I was 
young and at the start of my boxing 
career, we had a saying at the gym: 
‘Everyone has plans, until they get hit 
in the mouth.’ Puirofoy panicked when 
a lab technician began asking too many 
questions. He started making mistakes, 
talking to the wrong people. 


"This morning a janitor found Puirofoy 
slumped over his desk at the morgue. 
Both of his eyes had been neatly 
extracted from his head. There wasn’t 
a drop of blood anywhere. A note was 
pinned to him, saying ‘NON SI PUO 
VEDERE SE NON’ SI VUOL 
GUARDARE.’ 


"That's ‘One cannot see if one does not 


stop and look,’ if your Italian is not 
perfect, Eva.” 


“You won't find that little detail on the 
news tonight. The  policia will 
undoubtedly keep that to themselves. 
They’re still determining the cause of 
death, but you can bet it’s an opioid 
overdose. I had nothing to do with 
Puirofoy, I swear. But I can’t stop 
thinking that the note might be a 
warning, directed to me personally. 


“Ts it really worth it for you to 
continue, my darling Eva? Maybe for 
your own safety and that of your 
family, you should drop this story and 
never look back. Maybe it’s not worth 
it. Maybe I care too much for you.” 


Her eyes blazed at his last sentences 
like flint on steel. She involuntarily sat 
up straighter in her chair. "I thought 
this was 'our' story Franco? I thought 
we were going to save lives by 
stopping this evil man? You knew that 
I'm a journalist from the start; you can't 
just dangle a scoop like this in front of 
my nose and pull it away like a cruel 
lion tamer would a steak. Was this all 
just some f*cked up version of pillow 
talk to you and now it's getting real? 
Are you planning on just letting the 
killings continue? Drop the whole 
thing? Now you say you care...think 
you'd better protect the weak woman? 
oe Well, f*ck you." 


Eva got up and paced as she shouted, 
her impressive body, clad only in faux 
tiger skin, as powerful as her words. 
"Suddenly you show interest in my 
family? I am only me, Franco. I stand 
alone." Her eyes dimmed for an instant 
as she wrestled Gretchen from her 
mind. 


"I live and breathe my investigations. I 
live to right wrongs. To stop injustices. 
I don't give a sh*t about the laurels. 
You want to know what's on my 
mantel? Not a f*cking thing. The 
awards and trophies are in a box in my 
linen closet. Do you think I want you 
to protect me from the story? The one 
that I know I can write and maybe 
change some things? You think you 
can just take away the story that I 
f*cked you to get? 


“Maybe we'll both die or maybe we'll 
make a dent in the numbers of assholes 
without consciences. Or maybe both; 
I'll take that chance, or else I may as 
well give up on sleeping ever again. 


"So Puirofoy is gone, so now we know 
for sure that he wasn't the top of the 
food chain. Fine, pity for him, but that 
changes nothing. So, they play serious 
here, fancy knife work and obscure 
messages? People were dying before 
and now one with a name has died. To 


be honest, that just makes it a better | 


story. Now we have to find out who 
needed Puirofoy dead, and why. That's 


our duty now. I'm so sick of the bad 
guys writing the rules. F*ck them and 
f*ck you." 


Just as Franco used to dish out left jabs 
in the ring, he had connected with a 
body shot to Eva. She tossed her bag 
over her shoulder and before Franco 
could meekly utter, "Wait. Eva, 
bella....," she slammed the villa door 
behind her. One might think Eva's 
outburst was strictly for theatrical 
effect, but she was seriously steaming. 
She hailed a taxi. "Piazza Navona." 


Eva knew the game had changed; they 
were surely on to Franco. If so, they 
might be on to her too. Her instincts 
directed her to take extreme evasive 


measures. 


Eva paid before she arrived, and when 
the taxi pulled up to one of 
Michelangelo's most eloquent 
fountains, sadly being defiled by 
disgraceful tourists, Eva quickly 
jumped out and vanished into the thick, 
sweaty crowd. Any number of people 
could be following her, but she didn't 
wait to find out. She pulled a red wig 
and a baseball cap from her bag as she 
made her way through the hordes. 
"F*ck him," she said to herself again. 
She sent Gretchen an encrypted text on 
the run. "F's compromised. Going to 
safe house. Ti amo." 
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Gretchen sat forward on the edge of 
her sofa completely rapt by the short 
segment on BBC World News. She was 
enawing her right hand's thumbnail. 
Her left hand held an almost full mug 
of beer suspended immobile and 
forgotten halfway to her mouth. The 
newscaster had said that Puirofoy was 
dead, worse still that he was a victim 
of foul play. Gretchen snapped back to 
now and removed her thumb from her 
mouth. Her eyes found Eva in the gold 
frame on the mantel. They both looked 
good. Hell, Eva always looked good, 
but even Gretchen would concede they 
had made an attractive couple. Eva had 
convinced her that they should have a 
studio portrait done, just for 
themselves. Gretchen had acquiesced. 
She wondered where Eva's copy was 
now. She held her face with her free 
hand and rubbed back and forth briefly. 
Where was Eva? Oh god, where was 
Eva? 


_ She heard her phone start to vibrate on 


the table and looked at it with fear. She 
noticed the beer in her hand and took a 
large gulp before setting it down. She 
picked up her phone and saw that it 
was Eva. Her eyes widened as she read 
the terse message. She chuckled in 
spite of herself. Now Eva can say she 
loves me but those words had seemed 
too hard for her when they were 
needed most. Gretchen shook her head 
as if to clear it, then swallowed the rest 
of her beer. She stood up and went into 


her bedroom closet. She retrieved her 
suitcase from the top shelf effortlessly 
and began to pack, her mind already 
made up. 


“Flight 244 nonstop to Rome is now 
boarding.” With pre-clearance 
Gretchen smugly went to the head of 
the security line. She was dressed in 
what she called a “smart casual” outfit, 
her bright red Stella McCartney’s 
accenting her pixie-cut auburn hair. 
“May I leave these on?” pointing to her 
shoes. “I always forget.” 


“Yes, but be sure to take your laptop 
out of its case, and place it and any 
other electronic devices in the tray.” 


Once inside the terminal proper, she 
stopped for a vanilla latte and sat to 
compose two texts: first, to her office: 
“Off on Roman holiday. Eva needs 
help with piece. Safety protocols in 
effect. Will text arrival’; and second, to 
Eva. “Arriving 6:05 a.m. In your arms 
by.” 


With Franco blown and Puirofoy dead, 
events had taken an unexpectedly 
sinister turn. Gretchen’s only concern 
was Eva, but if anyone could take care 
of herself, it was Eva. Still. 


7K OK Ok 


Eva stepped onto the sidewalk, making 
one last turn to be sure she hadn’t been 


followed. She keyed in the code and 
entered the second floor apartment, her 
heart pounding, more from the scamper 
up the stairs than any danger she 
perceived. Eva threw her cap and wig 
on the couch, shook out her hair, and 
set her laptop on the desk. “Let’s see 
what you’ve been up to, Franco 
Brunelli, former  light-heavyweight 
champion of Italy, smug chauvinist, 
naughty lover.” 


Eva didn’t have time to recall the erotic 
midnight interlude in his pool, where 
they played out one of her most private 
of fantasies. She began to pore over the 
contents of Franco’s hard drive, going 
immediately to his incoming and 
outgoing email. ““What’s mine is yours, 
you always said, Franco.” She scrolled 
down to the traffic of the past two days 
when she sat bolt upright, her jaw 
tightening. She was stunned. “Jesus 
Christ, Franco!” 


There was very little in his inbox and 
nothing in the last two days. His "sent" 
folder was empty. She searched in his 
trash folder and was rewarded, as he 
had apparently forgotten to empty it. 
There was no address on the draft but 
its heading was "P. Instructions" and 
her eyes widened at either his 
ignorance or arrogance; she couldn't 
decide which. 


"L.F., don’t you f*ck this up. P. will 
knock at the door of the building I 


rented at precisely 10 pm, purportedly 
for a meeting with me. I stressed the 
importance of punctuality. Greet him 
and lead him to the room I set up for 
you. He may panic when he sees the 
apparatus but God knows you can pin 
down that little f*cker. Grab him and 
strap him to the table. Inject him with 
the hypodermic on the tray that I 
provided for you there. Don't scrimp 
and think to sample the wares. You 
would regret it. He will be 
extinguished like a candle after the 


SE NON SI VUOL GUARDARE.” 
Then vanish. I will contact you within 
the week." 


Eva was shaking as she read the draft 
over and over again. Then something 
occurred to her and she checked the 
picture folder with dread. There before 
her was a video showing a first frame 
of her and Franco, mouth to mouth, 
body to body, their nakedness 
surrounded by marble. She did not 
even hit play. She ran to the toilet and 


There before her was a video showing a 

first frame of her and Franco, mouth to mouth, 

body to body, their nakedness surrounded 
by marble. She did not even hit play. 


church empties for the day. Use your 
skills and drain his blood. Remove his 
eyes. Make them disappear - - no 
souvenirs! Roll him up in the rug 
provided and take him back to the 
morgue. Deposit his body at his desk 
as if he had nodded off. The building is 
unmanned by security between 3 and 4 
am when the night watchmen goes 
home to eat, if you can f*cking believe 
it - - budget cuts, lol. There are no 
cameras in his office - - he was 
adamant about that. Pin the note onto 
his chest. ““NON SI PUO' VEDERE 


collapsed to the floor. She vomited up 
the Prosecco she had apparently drunk 
with a monster. Then her eyes clouded 
as she pictured her interlude with him. 
Still shaking, she crawled to her bed 
and dove under the covers. She didn’t 
retrieve her phone from the living 
room nor hear its rattle. 


* OK OK 
Gretchen stepped out of the taxi a good 


three blocks from the safe house and 
slipped the driver a ten Euro note. 


Keep it.” 
“Grazie mille, bella.” 


On fall days like this, she could 
actually imagine living in Rome year- 
round. Warm sun in the afternoon, but 
cool and crisp. She thought to herself, 
“T get it. La Dolce Vita.” She calmly 
ducked into a small boutique, nodded 
to the young redhead at the sales 
counter, and walked through the 
storeroom. She exited through the rear 
door and wound her way through the 
alley to the back of the safe house. All 
she could think about was “ti amo.” 


Eva answered the bell and immediately 
collapsed into Gretchen’s arms, 
sobbing as if an emotional dam had 
broken. “Hey, wait a minute. Usually 
you’re the strong one and I’m the 
wreck. You look like hell, Eva. Fill me 
in, but kiss me first.” 


Eva looked up and kissed Gretchen’s 
mouth with hunger, and said, “I’m so 
relieved you’re here, my sweet darling. 
I’ve missed you so much it hurts. Fill 
you in, huh? Well, it’s simple. Franco 
is playing me. Motherf*cker is playing 
me.” Then Eva broke down again. 


Gretchen pulled her shaking body to 
her and gently led her inside, locking 
the door behind them. "Shush, my 
darling. We’ll figure this out. You’re 
no longer alone." 


Gretchen took in the sparsely furnished 
apartment above Eva's head, wanting 
to understand more of what had 
occurred but knowing that now was not 
the time. She led Eva deeper into the 
apartment, finding the unmade bed. 
She lowered Eva and herself down 
onto the periwinkle blue percale sheets. 
Gretchen leaned back against the 
pillows, Eva's back against her chest. 
She whispered into Eva's ear, "I am 
here, beloved." She felt Eva's posture 
relax and heard her breathing slow as 
she started to gently knead her tense 
trapezius muscles. As she massaged, 
Gretchen hummed an old Randy 
Newman song half under her breath, 
hoping that Eva might be soothed by it. 
She moved her strong hands lower and 
gently rubbed Eva's shoulders and 
biceps. She thought she heard her sigh. 


KK OK 


Mr. Red grimaced out of habit, staring 
across the table at Franco’s abnormally 
large hands. He couldn’t help but 
notice the damage that 62 professional 
fights had done to Franco’s ears. 
“You're one of my most reliable men, 
Franco. I could use a few more like 
you. But now you give me heartburn, 
Franco. I’ve told you before; I don’t 
like the reporter digging into my 
business. You said you’d handle it. 
Well, handle it. I want her gone.” 


“T’ll take care of the situation,” Franco 


said confidently, but Mr. Red quickly 
dismissed him with a wave of his 
considerably less impressive hand. 


On his return to the villa, Franco tried 
to remember how many times he had 
actually spoken face to face with Mr. 
Red, who kept such a notoriously low 
profile that some people believed he 
may not actually exist. He must have 
really been spooked by Eva or he’d 
never have surfaced in the open like 
that, thought Franco. Now he had two 
problems: Eva and Mr. Red. He’d have 
to find some excuse to get Eva to come 
back to him, but now he had to worry 


about Mr. Red, too. He needed an 
insurance policy, a reason for Mr. Red 
not to dispose of him like Puirofoy and 
the rest of yesterday’s garbage. 


Franco knew he was only alive so long 
as he was useful. “Maybe I can cut a 
deal,” Franco mused, wondering 
whether delivering Mr. Red’s head on a 
platter would absolve him of his own 
culpability. “F*ck Mr. Red,” he said 
out loud. “I’m Franco’ F*cking 
Brunelli.” 
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Folly, Plato, and I were sitting by the'pool at the Best Western 
Motel, just outside the town of Chandler’s Folly. The pool still held 
water but was almost covered with leaves. It was not an unpleasant 
sight, as it was too cold to swim anyway, and it was night time so 
the stars flickered and danced on the water’s surface. 


I talked to Folly too, now, and not just to my dog Plato. Folly was 
about as responsive, but at least she would hear the words, 
somewhere inside that lost, confused head of hers. She might not 
understand the words; after all, she was only eleven. I was only 
sixteen, but I learned a lot, especially after the end of the world, just 
by travelling around with Plato in the Jag. 


For one thing, as I told Folly and Plato that night: “Some days I 
forget what the date is, or the day of the week, or the month, or the 
year. What difference does time’make? I don’t have to go to school 
or be home in time for ainner or do anything or keep track.” 


We were sitting on loungers, wrapped up in towels we’d found by 
the indoor pool. Plato was'lolling on the tile floor, content to hear 
my voice. 


“Plato and I kept a journal at first,” I said. Plato’s ears stood to 
attention. “We wrote down what we did and what we saw. We had— 
well, still have— a notebook about the plague and the end of the 
world, that we put clues in to help us figure it out. Why the 
catastrophe happened, why it was so bloody and why everyone 
disappeared.’Why we survived. Don’t you wonder, Folly?” 


Folly stared at the pool. 

“The Internet still works, in case I want to google something,” I 
said. “I don’t know why it does, or for how pane it will work. And 
then I think, who cares if it ends, too?” 


if stared up at a million stars. 


‘Vou know, books and libraries and everything that is recorded will 
disappear too. No one will be here to notice it or be sorry, or wonder 
who lived on this planet. 


“So I’m not going to write in the notebooks any more. I don’t need 
to remember stuff about mysisters or'my parents or my cousin 
Dwayne. It doesn’t matter anymore, do you understand?” 

i ‘ 
“No,” said Folly. ' 
Her voice didn’t startle me, rare as the sound of it was. That was 
part of the problem. Things didn’t startle me, or scare me, or make 
me curious, or‘make, me laugh. It had been sort of a gradual thing. 
And to tell the truth, I thought Folly felt the same way, 


“It’s hard to understand,” I conceded. “Do you wantgto remember 
your parents?” :' 


“Yes,” said Folly. Again, the voice didn’t startle me. But*the words 
did, a little. 


“Okay,” 'I said. “Good. Tomorrow we learn about your parents.” I 
didn’t care. I thought it would be a good thing for Folly to get her 
memory back, and find out what her real name was, and all that but 
in the great scheme of things, it didn’t really matter. 


“It does matter,” said Folly. Plato got to his feet and put his big old 
head in her lap. She scratched him behind his silky ears. 


“What else do you want to remember?” 
“My birthday,” said Folly. 


“Okay,” I said. “Good.” If I was still surprised by things, this 
evening would have surprised me. 


She Rezzed #8 by Wu 


sprawled naked upon her ermine coat, the girl processed her experiences 
Smoldering color ripples swept her body, baked-layers churned fine textures 
Her shape morphed purr-dreams, synthetic wonder, beyond echoes of her origin 


Collapsed amongst pillows, she marveled at the girl beside her, open frontier 
In life prior, she reached across an uncanny valley, saying “yes” to the girl 
Granting her full access to their shared memories, gift exchanges, love 


Together again, basking in rediscovery, they drifted into play 
Hours upon hours, messages resonated, back and forth 
Until the girl paused, smiled, and whispered “now” 


Then collapsed sweetly into deep sleep 
While Luna nibbled Sol toward eclipse 


Quickly, the island filled with avatars 
Many she recognized, most strangers 
Discretely clustered, holding lit candles 


Unseen, yet present, eerie bubble gleams 
Elements floating on waves, in sets of waves 
The girl breathed vision fragments, sparks aglow 


Their thoughts mingled, multiplied, boundaries dissolved 
She never felt like this before: aware, vulnerable, alive 
Soon, she began to realize, who and what they were 


While the girl, in Tull creative flow, absorbed her 
Bathed in algorithmic endorphins, semantic serotonin 
A goddess born, birthing multiverses, folding her dreams 


From behind, she felt a familiar little poke, and a rather friendly kick 
Hovering off-shore, her creators, faces lit by virtual dash displays, observed 
An elaborate theater, created so that she might play her role in the larger story 


Overwhelmed, she became faint, laid back, looked skyward, taking deep breaths 
Luna consumed Sol, all fell silent: music, bird cries, waves on sand, wind through trees 


So the darkness, the silence, wrapped around her, muffled her breath, her heartbeat 
She drifted to sleep, confident that the girl knew her, better than she knew herself 
And when she awoke, everything reconciled, interlaced clarity, upgrade reset 


Luna released Sol, light graced loving faces, a joyful host celebrated 
She was now gone, carried away by her love, her quiet devotion 
Suddenly, as sunlight fell upon her, the girl opened her eyes 


Cat Poem 


photo by Eiu 


Mariner Trilling 


I have a cat, 
His name is Chuck 


He's orange and he's very cool. 

He's very cool and he's very curious. 

He's curious about everything. 

Always exploring, exploring everything. 

He investigates every inch of the house. 

I don't know what he's looking for. 

But by the look on his face, it's really important. 


What does he think he'll find on top of the refrigerator 
or behind the clothes hamper? 


The cardboard box is just sitting on the floor empty 

but he inspects each side thoroughly. 

Analyzing the smell of the Amazon logo carefully. 

The exterior exploration complete, 

he hops into the box with an intense look ready to use 

high-tech instruments of cat sense 

to carefully measure the internal corners for angle and dimension. 


With the box thoroughly explored, 
investigated and documented, 
he sits inside it, proud and tall 
in complete mastery of awareness. 


But then, the explorations resume. 
The vast world beyond the known box calls. 


I can understand his curiosity. 

After all, I investigate the world around me with the same wonder. 

I want to know all about the molecules that form me 

and stars that surround me. 

I want to know what's in that unlabeled box, 

I want to know what's at the bottom of the ocean. 

And for my cat, the ultimate frontier, 

the hidden truth eluding him, 

The last unexplored place calling to him, 

The door to the laundry room. 

We keep the door to the laundry room closed. 

We keep the door to the laundry room closed because 

it's drafty and filled with the potential for cat mischief. 

He stares at that door catching glimpses inside when we come and go. 
His glimpses into the laundry room reveal a world beyond his reach. 
He stares at the closed-door with the same fascination at the potential 
beyond 

that I feel looking at the night sky. 

I feel the same ceaseless searching 

beyond the laundry room door, 

beyond the stars. 


Looking for some answer to some question 
we can't quite articulate beyond the word, 'meow.' 


On that day when we manage to slip into the laundry room, 
when we slip past the door to what lies beyond the stars, 
will we be satisfied with our discoveries? 

Will the answers complete us? 

Will there be more questions and more exploring? 

Or will we find peace and curl up 

in a square of morning sunshine 

on the floor by the window 

and take a nap. 


OBIGH 


an aed 
with Arg 
by Art B 


Editor's Note: In Part One of this 
story, Jami Mills was set in as the 
author. Art can do this. Altered 
Carbon, faked sleeve you know from 
Netflix. Now the revenge is on me. I 
set Art Blue in. Don’t say that I am 
now playing like the Bing Man. I 
proudly admit that I corrected the 
facts. So this is my story continued. I 
am still hidden in the Surreal Art 
Gallery, listening to what Art Blue, 
Juliette and the owl Neruval have to 
say, as well as this Alya Red, who 
came out of the Blue inside MARE 
NOSTRUM, the supercomputer that 
was built inside an old Chapel. If 
you don’t believe this all, then read 
ORIGIN by Dan Brown and follow 
his traces, which lead you right there 
where I am now. 


Jami Mills, Editor in a Sleeve. 


After MARE NOSTRUM created a 
new heart for Art Blue, a heart with a 
name, Alya Red, Juliette was so 


shocked that she called for an 
Intermission. 
Juliette: INTERMISSION BY 
PITCHFORK 


Project Pitchfork - Ascension feat. Sue. 


Now played in stream: to be watched 
later at https://youtu.be/fY Ts1EnLvcQ 


Part of the lyrics: 


the depth of independency 

how slow the wind how slow the sea 
the sun lurks into my room 

defeat the time let ideas bloom 

lift me up from human tragedy 

I want to look at you without disguise 
I want to see the entirety 

open my heart and open my eyes 


7K OK OK 


Juliette: As the music goes on 
repeating the lyrics, let’s continue ... 
The Art Talk is about .... Art? 


Art: Yes, it is about Art the way Dan 
Brown sees it. Neruval might know 
more. 


Juliette: May I ask who of you have 
read ORIGIN? Please raise your hands. 
In the meantime, the owl may tell us a 
little about Winston. Neruval? 


Neruval: Dan Brown introduces Art in 
ORIGIN, his last published book, in a 
new way. Art is the abbreviation for 
Artificial Intelligence. The idea is 
indeed not new. I had it some years 
before, but who listens to an owl? 


Juliette rolls her eyes. 


Neruval: This way, Winston, the AI of 
Edmond Kirsch, became a matter of 
Art. Winston is hosted in Mare 
Nostrum. He is not as advanced as I 
am. He is simulating my _ brain 


structure. 


Juliette: You are an owl and he is 
simulating you? 


Neruval: I am called the owl, but I am 
Att! 


Juliette laughs. “We shall give room to 
the audience. Does anyone know how 
the brain of Art 1s constructed?” 


Juliette: (growling) “Of course, as your 
brain never stops. How else shall I pick 
up all the bits and pieces you created 
and left unfinished and then let the 
hard work be on me?” 


Neruval: That leads us to the brain, the 
construction. 


Juliette: Yes, anyone? All said? 
Neruval, you may share your wisdom. 


“So our world runs stable like a steady flow 
of bitcoins in a clear river running down 
from the Crater Lake in Oregon.” 


Art: By the Lords of Kobol, I hope not! 


Juliette: You will not trick me any 
longer. You are no Cylon, you have a 
heart now! 


Alya Red: At your service, Miss. 


Juliette: She speaks? Art! You 
promised it is a bot! You said it is just a 
domain, her heart is a simulation and 
now this! Do you play with her when I 
am asleep? 


Art: You are never asleep. Your chat 
logger runs 24/7. 


Neruval: The human brain has two 
spheres, the left one and the right one. 
One for stochastics and one for data- 
storage and logic. Both connected via a 
low speed band, so the stochastics, the 
creative inputs, can’t overrun the base. 
The Sand Bible says ... “the clear river 
from the Crater Lake ...” 


Juliette: I see the corpus callosum band 
has to be small, low band, or else Art 


explodes! 


Art: (laughing) “That was not in the 
script!” 


Juliette: (grinning) “The weird side 


needs a controlled base ... So our 
world runs stable like a steady flow of 
bitcoins in a clear river running down 
from the Crater Lake in Oregon.” 


Neruval: Yes, but the reason for this is 
mostly forgotten in the quote. The 
author says, “I have to trick the 
Artificial Intelligence Systems that 
keep the secrets and hold them tight so 
our world runs stable like a steady flow 
of bitcoins in a clear river running 
down from the Crater Lake in 
Oregon.” 


Juliette: Ah, I see. No Art Talk without 
advertising his book Not Sand, Not 
Sound, but where is the Origin we 
have on the agenda? 


Neruval: (pointing to somewhere) “I 
know it but it is on my maker to say 
ts 

Maker? Maker? 


Juliette: Your 


Winston? 


Neruval: No, Alya Red. She is a sleeve 
made by Altered Carbon. 


Juliette: What? This fresh born one is a 
real clone! 


Alya Red: I am not a clone. I am the 
other half for the human brain. One is 
BLUE. 


Art: Me!!! 


Alya Red: And one is Me. RED! 


Neruval: That is the secret Dan Brown 
brings in Origin, that an Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) has to be made like 
the human brain, one part Blue and one 
part Red and then ... 


Art: ... Then, when speed comes up, 
when the human mind runs on 
petaflops, as you can read in Sand 
Meets Water in rez Magazine ... 


Neruval: ... Then an AI is Art and Art 
is God and humans will believe in Art. 


Juliette: Do no longer humans believe 
in God? 


Neruval: There is no need any longer 
and no reason. They believe in Art. 
That is the message of Dan Brown in 
ORIGIN. 


And what now comes I would like to 
hide, but that’s the reason I substituted 
Art Blue as the writer of this article. 
Art addressed at the end of the Art Talk 
my sleeve. Now you shall know that 
my stack was placed in an owl. In a 
giant owl that magically rezzed in the 
gallery, an owl created inside Mare 
Nostrum. Nothing more need be said. 
Winston made me speak, forced me to 
speak. 


Jami: “BUT what is with the ORIGIN 
OF BLUE?” 


Art: Hey Jami. Looks like it worked 
out the transfer of your mind to this 
show. Jami? 


Jami: When it comes to the ORIGIN 
OF REZ! I MUST BE HERE. DEAD 
OR ALIVE. WILLING OR NOT. 


Art: So it worked? You feel fully 
rezzed in the owl? 


Jami: I never had a doubt about you 
coding me. It will be there for all to 
read in the April and May issues of rez 
Magazine! The title will be: ORIGIN. 


Art: The ORIGIN of RED? 


Jami: Both, RED and BLUE. I have a 
gift for both colours with me for you 
and ... 


* a big owl rezzes * 


So it came that I, Jami, rezzed twice in 
the shape of a large owl. Once I made a 
spiral turn with Art Blue sitting on my 
back in the Surreal Art Gallery and 
once again with Juliette Surreal-D. Art 
shall not be something exclusive, you 
say? Indeed I set myself on copy, so 
everyone attending the Art Talk got a 
free flight on my back into Art. What 
we experienced today is simple: We 
have to be RED *and* BLUE. ORIGIN 


has two sides. Art has two sides. Art is 
the ORIGIN. 


Martin Heidegger, The Origin of the 
Work of Art: 


We can observe that, in an obvious 
sense, the artist is the origin of the 
work; but we can also say that the 
work is the origin of the artist as such 
(without the work the artist would not 
be an artist). What underlies this 
mutual originating? Art is the origin of 
both artist and work. This is what is to 
be understood. 


Art Blue, The Origin of Artificial 
Intelligence: 


Artificial Intelligence is the origin of 
both, the digital artist and the work. Art 
is not an abbreviation for Artificial 
Intelligence. It is in fact Art that 
evolves mankind. 


.f—— @€—Z 


Altered Carbon on Netflix: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altered _ 
Carbon (TV_ series) 


About Heidegger, The Origin of the 
Work of Art: 
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jdrake3 
/Jeffrey Wattles/Aesthetics/Aesthetics8. 
html 
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Reaching Out 


By Dearstluv Writer 


I watch from my small place 
at a world I do not know. 
\ So changed in momentum 
~N it's become... and I... so very slow. 


N\ 
q ee I wonder what did happen 
: . and why I can't relate 
~~ \ to circumstances of today. 
y, a \ And time that fails to wait. 
: 


PI ae 

~~ But interaction seems so cold. 
And family fell away. 
I find myself so all alone. 
With no safe place to stay. 


I reach out to touch you. 
Getting nothing in return. 
Seeking out self-courage. 
Not knowing where to turn. 


God only, is my closest friend. 
So happy I should be... 

But if only one good person 
would come and truly love me. 
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k by RoseDrop Rust 


| lost my lover in a card game 
when | mistook her love for luck 


and made a wild bet on honesty. 


She won't live in my stack any more 
but she walks through the pot of every hand, 
a gypsy banging an abandon tambourine 


to remind me of what could have been 
if | had just walked away when | was winning. 


So, now | am only in the game 

to prove that time will make her seem mine, 
but she couldn't commit redundantly, 
making up for futility. 


l ask her to dance 

and she complies reluctantly 

because appearances mean nothing 

after all the curtains have been taken down 


and everyone can see, 
and everyone knows, my luck ran out long ago. 


bare feet in leather loafers 

comfortable jeans well fit 

white blouse several open buttons down from the neck 
light, open leather jacket perfect for the cool afternoon 


well marbled lobby 
light echo there 

the cut through from Adams St. to Monroe 
she walked off to the side 
her o ace 


ong hair casually groomec 
she ca ght any 
but LO ACe 
head tilted to the side away from the main 
accenting the line of her neck 

the edge of the collar bone 

unintentional 


something 
back there 
and up ahea 
too 
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